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    To the brave readers who cannot resist opening mysterious books, exploring forgotten libraries, and uncovering secrets hidden inside the shadows.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might whisper back from the darkness between the pages.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about avoiding fear—but about facing it even when the shadows know your name.
May Clara and Noah's journey remind you that friendship, bravery, and hope can shine brighter than even the darkest stories waiting to escape from the pages.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some books are meant to be forgotten.
Some pages should never be turned.
And some stories do not stay trapped inside the dark once they are opened."
— From the lost warnings of Black Hollow Library
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Chapter 1 — The Book Hidden Under the Stairs
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Rain hammered against the car windows so hard that Clara Whitmore could barely see the road ahead.

Every few seconds, lightning flashed across the sky, turning the world outside white for the briefest moment before darkness swallowed everything again. Tall trees leaned over the narrow road like giant black arms reaching toward the car.

Clara pressed her forehead against the cold glass window and sighed.

“This place is creepy already,” she muttered.

Her mother tightened both hands on the steering wheel. “Black Hollow is not creepy.”

“It literally sounds like the name of a haunted town.”

“It’s just old,” her mother replied. “Your grandfather loved it here.”

Clara didn’t answer.

She barely remembered her grandfather. She had only met him a few times when she was younger. She remembered his deep voice, his gray coat that always smelled like pine trees, and the strange way he used to stare at the woods behind his house as if he were listening for something.

After he died two months earlier, Clara’s mother had decided they would move into his house permanently.

A fresh start, she called it.

Clara called it a disaster.

She missed her old apartment in the city. She missed her friends, the noise, the lights, and the sound of traffic outside her bedroom window at night. Black Hollow felt wrong already. The town was too quiet.

Even the rain sounded lonely.

Her mother slowed the car as they passed a crooked wooden sign beside the road.

WELCOME TO BLACK HOLLOW

The white paint was faded and cracked.

Someone had scratched strange marks into the wood beneath the words.

Clara frowned.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?”

“The sign.”

Her mother glanced quickly toward it. “Probably teenagers.”

Another flash of lightning lit the woods.

For just a second, Clara thought she saw something standing between the trees.

A tall figure.

Watching the car.

Then darkness returned.

Clara sat up straighter.

“What is it?” her mother asked.

“Nothing.”

But Clara kept staring into the forest until they reached town.

Black Hollow looked frozen in time.

Old brick buildings lined the streets beneath flickering streetlights. Most of the stores were closed even though it was only early evening. A diner glowed warmly at the corner, and Clara spotted a few people inside staring at their car as it passed.

Nobody smiled.

Nobody waved.

The town seemed to watch silently.

Rainwater rushed along the gutters as Clara’s mother drove toward the edge of town.

Finally, they turned onto a long gravel driveway surrounded by towering pine trees.

At the end stood the house.

Clara’s stomach tightened immediately.

The house was enormous.

It rose three stories high with dark windows and a steep roof that disappeared into the stormy sky. A wraparound porch circled the front, and one of the porch swings creaked slowly back and forth in the wind.

The house looked less like a home and more like something from a ghost story.

Lightning flashed again.

For one terrifying second, Clara thought she saw a face staring down at her from one of the upstairs windows.

Then the light vanished.

Her mother parked the car.

“We’re here,” she said softly.

Neither of them moved.

Rain drummed loudly on the roof.

Finally Clara whispered, “Do we have to stay here tonight?”

Her mother looked exhausted. Dark circles sat beneath her eyes, and loose strands of brown hair stuck to her cheeks from the humidity.

“Yes,” she said gently. “I know this is hard, Clara. But we’ll make it work.”

Clara glanced back at the house.

One upstairs curtain shifted slightly.

As if someone had just stepped away from the window.

A chill crawled up her spine.

They hurried through the rain carrying boxes onto the porch. The front door groaned loudly when her mother unlocked it.

The smell hit Clara first.

Dust.

Old wood.

Something faintly earthy and damp.

The house was freezing cold inside.

Her mother flipped a switch, but the lights flickered weakly before turning on.

The entrance hallway stretched ahead beneath a high ceiling. Framed photographs lined the walls, though many were so old Clara could barely make out the faces.

Thunder rattled the windows.

“This place needs work,” her mother admitted.

“That’s one way to say it.”

Her mother smiled tiredly. “Come on. Let’s unpack the basics tonight.”

Clara carried a box upstairs while the old floorboards creaked beneath her sneakers. The entire house seemed to sigh and groan with every step.

Her bedroom sat at the end of the upstairs hallway.

The wallpaper had tiny faded blue flowers across it, and rain tapped softly against the tall windows. A narrow bed stood against one wall beneath a dusty quilt.

Clara set her box down.

The room felt strange.

Not dangerous exactly.

Just...watchful.

She turned slowly.

The closet door stood slightly open.

Inside, darkness filled the narrow space.

Clara walked over and pulled the door wider.

Empty.

Just hanging coats left behind by her grandfather.

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

“Get a grip,” she whispered to herself.

Downstairs, her mother called, “Pizza’s here!”

Clara hurried back downstairs gratefully.

They ate dinner in the kitchen while thunder boomed outside. The kitchen lights flickered every few minutes.

“So,” her mother said, trying to sound cheerful, “new town, new school. Maybe this will be exciting.”

Clara stared at her pizza.

“Exciting isn’t really the word I’d use.”

Her mother sighed.

“I know you didn’t want to move.”

“That’s because I didn’t.”

“We couldn’t afford the apartment anymore.”

Clara looked down immediately.

She knew things had been hard since her father left three years earlier. Her mother worked constantly now, sometimes late into the night.

Still, Clara couldn’t help feeling angry.

Everything had changed too fast.

Her school.

Her friends.

Her entire life.

And now this giant creepy house.

The lights flickered again.

This time they went out completely.

Darkness swallowed the kitchen.

Clara froze.

Outside, thunder cracked violently overhead.

“Mom?”

“It’s okay,” her mother said quickly. “Probably the storm.”

A drawer opened somewhere in the dark.

Her mother found a flashlight.

The beam cut through the darkness, casting huge shadows across the walls.

The old house creaked loudly around them.

Then came a strange sound from upstairs.

THUMP.

Clara looked toward the ceiling.

“Did you hear that?”

“Old houses make noises,” her mother replied.

THUMP.

This one sounded heavier.

Like footsteps.

Slow footsteps.

Crossing the floor directly above them.

Clara’s heartbeat quickened.

Her mother forced a smile. “Probably pipes.”

“Pipes don’t walk.”

Another loud creak echoed overhead.

Then silence.

Rain lashed against the windows harder than ever.

Her mother stood. “I’ll check.”

“No!” Clara said immediately.

The word escaped before she could stop it.

Her mother raised an eyebrow.

Clara swallowed. “I mean...we should both go.”

Together they climbed the stairs while the flashlight beam trembled slightly in her mother’s hand.

The upstairs hallway was empty.

Every door remained closed.

The sound had stopped.

Clara glanced toward the far end of the hallway.

For one split second, she thought she saw movement near her bedroom.

A dark shape slipping around the corner.

She blinked.

Gone.

“See?” her mother said. “Nothing.”

Clara nodded uncertainly.

Maybe she was imagining things.

The storm.

The move.

The strange town.

Maybe her brain was just playing tricks on her.

Still, when she returned to her
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